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Material literacy  /  Graphic design  /  Graphic design ideation  /  Materiality
Graphic languages have been created throughout 
history. We continually process our observations 
and look for ways to share our thoughts with oth-
ers. We understand literacy as the ability to read and 
write words and visual literacy as an ability to read, 
decode and interpret visual statements, as well as 
to write, encode and create visual statements. Of 
interest here, is how materials contribute a literacy 
of their own. 
This article constructs a lineage of designers from 
the past century who have sought paper as a means of 
communication. A concept explored at the Bauhaus, 
this approach is also identifiable in past and present 
Australian design. A history is traced from Germany to 
Australia to share practice-based insights of the signifi-
cance of paper in the ideation of four designers: Josef 
Albers, Gerard Herbst, David Lancashire and Jenny 
Grigg. The focus is not only on how paper guides 
design perceptions, but also on how paper-focused 
processes materialise principles of design. 
Graphic languages have been created throughout history. We 
continually process our observations and look for ways to share 
our thoughts with others. We understand literacy as the ability 
to read and write words and visual literacy as an ability to read, 
decode and interpret visual statements, as well as to write, en-
code and create visual statements (Avgerinou, Pettersson, 
2011). A recent review of my practice revealed that whilst these 
activities are true of my design process, their definitions do not 
specify the factors that affect or characterise the process, for 
example the kinds of details that I ‘read’ and ‘write’ with. 
Equally diverse in their expressions as words and image types, 
material details provide a language in themselves. In accord-
ance with these findings, this paper discusses how materials 
contribute a literacy of their own during the process of design-
ing, and in doing so introduces the concept of material literacy. 
To understand materiality in design ideation I constructed a 
methodology that enabled me to retrieve and articulate textual-
ly the tacit design knowledge that lies embedded in design ar-
tefacts. I chose a selection of artefacts that I had designed and 
compared these with those designed by another graphic design 
practitioner, David Lancashire, one of Australia’s best known 
graphic designers whose practice began in Northern England 
in the 1960s. Using archival research methods, I analysed my 
ideation since the year 2000 to conceive cover designs for 
works of literary fiction, and Lancashire’s ideation to conceive 
paper promotions since the 1980s. The inception of the project 
lay in a collection of processual paper artefacts that I had pre-
served after various book cover designs had been produced. 
And because of the extent of Lancashire’s relationships with 
several producers in the Australian paper industry, my analy-
ses focused on paper. Understood to be an innovation in design 
research, the multimodal methodology combines prac-
tice-based, archival and collective case study research.
With access to the knowledge of two active practitioners I 
was not only privy to a diverse array of information, I was also 
able to note and compare recurrent and opposing ideas. This 
greater detail made it possible for me to consider my findings 
as principles of ideation that occur within a material enquiry, 
rather than incidents isolated to my practice alone. As a conse-
quence, the two-case methodology not only highlighted the 
opportunity to introduce, but also to better define the concept 
of material literacy.
By comparison with other design disciplines such as archi-
tecture and industrial design, materiality is under-researched 
in graphic design. Graphic design is understood more as a 
mark-making activity, where an idea is generated in the mind 
and then imposed upon materials, rather than a mark-finding 
activity where design concepts are developed in accordance 
with the physical propositions that materials provide. Support-
ed by theories concerned with how rather than if material prop-
erties effect ideation, I found that my design process comprises 
a conscious communication with materials (Albers, 1982). 
While I consider the parameters of a design brief, I use mate-
rials to not only sharpen my design perceptions, but what be-
comes clarified in the process can be shared in a design with 
others. Material realities help to process and make a designer’s 
perceptions tangible. To draw a parallel with written language, 
constructing designs through materials creates a syntax. This 
is a set of elements, visual rather than linguistic, that when 
arranged in particular ways can be used by designers to explore 
and signify meanings.
More often than not, at the beginning of a book-cover design 
process I have reached for a piece of paper. Not to sketch on it 
but to sketch with it. To visualise a novelist’s concepts, I think 
about their ideas as I handle the paper and observe its response. 
By allowing one to guide the other, thoughts about form and 
matter combine and eventually bring forward an unforeseen, 
materially realised concept. This method developed as a conse-
quence of designing book covers, a profession that demands the 
continual production of unique visual interpretations. 
Because of its variety, infinite transmutability and availabil-
ity, paper became my most visited resource. I found that re-
sponding to paper’s behaviour as I pushed and pulled it in 
different directions promoted ideas that I had not precon-
ceived. This process allowed me to seek ideas by responding to 
the physical changes in what different paper types would af-
ford, and developed non-consciously into a strategy that facili-
tated my thoughts. 
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Part-way into my analyses from 1960 
until the present, I looked further afield 
and found a history of illustrious de-
signers who similarly sought paper to 
catalyse ideas. This discovery revealed 
that my study was connected to a much 
larger history. It also revealed that the 
mechanism I had developed opportun-
istically was much more than a playful 
and inexpensive survival tactic I came 
up with while dealing with low budget 
publishing commissions.
Since coming upon the image of Jo-
sef Albers teaching students in 1928/29 
(Fig. 1), I have started to piece together 
an historical lineage of ‘paper thinking’ 
that connects the Bauhaus with my con-
temporary practice in Melbourne. The 
finding highlighted that designers’ ex-
plorations of the signification potential 
of paper is a means of literacy unfixed to 
a time or place because it is devised be-
tween this ancient technology and a 
mind. A material originally invented to 
record written ideas, my interest is how 
ideas are explored through its form. 
The following insights step forward 
from the Bauhaus to the present day to 
look at this phenomenon in four design 
practices. Each account indicates how 
each imagination has intersected differ-
ently with paper to conceive designs ma-
terially. Each is an elucidation of materi-
al literacy.
Materials design was established as a 
foundation course in the Bauhaus cur-
riculum in 1919. It was taught initially 
by Johannes Itten, later co-taught by Jo-
sef Albers and Lázló Moholy-Nagy, and 
lastly by Albers alone until the school’s 
closure in 1933 (Droste, 2015). Albers 
found a way through paper to under-
stand and to teach his principle design 
objective, an economy of means. When 
Albers lectured that materials ‘must be 
worked in such a way that there is no 
wastage’ he set a challenge for others to 
understand his idea of beauty—a new 
object made by editing an existing struc-
ture in its whole (Guerenu, 2014). Al-
bers’ design ethics are well-explained in 
a student’s recollection of Albers walk-
ing into the classroom with a bundle of 
newspapers announcing: 
Ladies and gentlemen, we are 
poor, not rich. We can’t afford to 
waste materials or time. […] All 
art starts with a material, and 
therefore we have first to investi-
gate what our material can do. So, 
at the beginning we will experi-
ment without aiming at making 
a product. At the moment we pre-
fer cleverness to beauty. […] Our 
studies should lead to construc-
tive thinking. […] I want you now 
to take the newspapers […] and 
try to make something out of 
them that is more than you have 
now. I want you to respect the 
material and use it in a way that 
makes sense – preserve its inher-
ent characteristics. If you can do 
without tools like knives and scis-
sors, and without glue, [all] the 
better (Beckmann, 1993). (Fig. 1).
This concept of revealing ideas 
through paper can be traced from Ger-
many to Melbourne in the work of 
Gerard Herbst. Fleeing the war, Herbst, 
an experienced window dresser, made it 
to Australia in 1939. Here he recovered 
his profession as the art director of Pres-
tige Fabrics in Port Melbourne in 1946, 
before teaching in the industrial design 
department at rmit between 1960 and 
1970. Herbst explored modernity by 
maintaining contact with European de-
sign developments from post-war Aus-
tralia (Bremmer and Van de Ven, 2016). 
The title of an exhibition arranged by 
Herbst and his design students in 1969, 
‘Design with paper’, recognises paper as 
an instrument. In fact, the title of a 
board in the student group photograph, 
‘Designs performing’ is in-keeping with 
the idea of material as a form of lan-
guage (Fig. 2). As had Albers, Herbst 
emphasised the value of using paper to 
find unforeseen ideas: ‘The exhibition 
will demonstrate some structural uses 
of paper and cardboard as an aid in the 
thought process of design. Besides some 
examples illustrating some old folk 
craft, and decorative uses of paper, it will 
also show stages in the work-shop which 
may even be more stimulating to the 
viewer than the accomplished object’ 
(Herbst, 1969).
An extensive range of paper inventions 
that Lancashire contributed to the Austral-
ian paper industry is held at the rmit 
Design Archives in Melbourne. Because 
Lancashire’s designs were generated for 
commercial purposes they are less ab-
stract than Albers’ and Herbst’s academ-
ic studies, however the interrelationship 
between Lancashire’s concepts and pa-
per’s propensities are similarly present. 
These multiple commissions place him 
in a long, global history of paper advertis-
ing design. As far back as 1895 the Strath-
more Paper Company utilised the ‘paper 
in use’ technique in an effort to grow 
their business, employing graphic de-
signers to make creative interpretations 
of paper. These were put into production 
and disseminated within the industry to 
inspire other users, and consequently, 
the design history of paper promotion is 
a chronicle of symbiotic couplings be-
tween paper companies and often highly 
influential graphic designers (Unknown, 
1958). 
Fig. 1 Josef Albers and students in group critique at the 
Bauhaus Dessau, 1928–29, photographed by Otto 
Umbehr (Umbo). © Phyllis Umbehr/Galerie Kicken 
Berlin/VG Bild-Kunst. Copyright Agency, 2018. 
Fig. 2 A photograph of an exhibition produced by rmit 
Industrial design students in 1969/1970, taught by 
Gerard Herbst. rmit Design Archives. 
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On a basic level, my study of Lancashire’s work with paper revealed a 
relationship between a craftsman and a tool. A flat paper sheet is in-
finitely transformable and beckons the imagination. Richard Sennett 
recognised the connection between ‘all-purpose’ tools and curiosity 
(Sennett, 2008). When Lancashire handles paper he observes it closely, 
and by remaining open to how it behaves in response to manipulations, 
he is able to coax and guide innovative, fit-for-purpose results. This is a 
careful, dextrous conversation where the paper contributes as much as 
Lancashire. At the beginning of each design process Lancashire’s imag-
ination is enlivened by the potential of discovering something new 
through paper’s form. Reliant on his ability to capture chance creative 
opportunities, Lancashire’s questioning of materials is fundamental to 
how he designs.  
Research into Lancashire’s design practice also highlighted how his 
use of paper, a material that is common to both art and design, provided 
him with a passport to produce work that blurred the boundaries be-
tween design and art, and this hybridisation of disciplinary knowledges 
characterised his business in a unique way. Commissions from paper 
companies meant he could work in the territory that intersects design 
and art practice, both of which are characterised by material enquiry. 
Lancashire pushed clients as close to ‘art’ as they would take. Referring 
to his teacher John Henshall, Lancashire explains one of his core motiva-
tions: ‘If you understand how something is made, you want to re-make it 
in your own way’. Not content with making superficial contributions, Lan-
cashire’s studio often became fully immersed at the processual level of 
their commissions, actively researching Lancashire’s design knowledge 
by testing it in practice. For paper clients, this meant Lancashire some-
times went further than just promoting the paper. When possible Lanca-
shire and his colleagues became involved in designing and making new 
papers, as well as naming, packaging and promoting those papers. 
Aware of international trends, Lancashire encouraged his client Aus-
tralian Paper to move beyond the white paper sheet, ubiquitous in the 
Australian market in the 1980s, to manufacture coloured papers. In 
collaboration with his studio ‘David Lancashire Design’, Lancashire of-
fered ap a hand-painted swatch of colours that referenced his experience 
of Australia’s desert and the concept of ‘Outback’ to promote its intro-
duction. As Lancashire advised others, ‘I would encourage every young 
designer to go bush, roll your swag out, and soak it up. Reconnect regu-
larly with the environment, then see what happens to your work’ (Kil-
len, 2013). To promote the black sheet in the range, ‘Celestial Black’, 
Lancashire reasoned a way to render it as a desert sky at night. The de-
sign economy that interested Albers is evident in the two edits that au-
thored this transformation. One added to the paper and one subtracted 
from it. A felt-tip drawing of a low-lying hill stamped with copper foil 
placed beneath a laser-cut depiction of the Southern Cross, the Milky 
Way and the moon together signify the night sky of the southern hemi-
sphere. Not a student of Albers or of Herbst, the allowances of the sub-
strate, that it could be peppered with small holes as well as stamped with 
foil, guided Lancashire’s design knowledge. 
Figures 3 and 4 depict a final example of how design concepts can be 
reasoned through paper. These are two sequences of frames taken as I 
experimented during the process of realising cover designs for a series 
of Ernest Hemingway novels in 2008. Figure 3 presents twelve design 
tests for the novel The Garden of Eden. Despite its ungainliness, the first 
cut of a female form was encouraging. The semi-abstract signification was 
suitable for Hemingway’s audience and the type, despite integration 
with the form, remained legible. A later cut of a more 
compact, seated figure changed the gesture of the 
image. Rigid, the paper rendered an unmoving mac-
quette of a woman and her white, papery stillness 
permeated the atmosphere of the frame. Front-lit and 
tonally reminiscent of marble, her deceptively solid 
form emerges from the dark picture plane. A form of 
alchemy with paper and light has given her a statue- 
like poise appropriately suggesting Hemingway’s 
authorial gravitas. 
Each manipulation of this form altered the com-
munication of the image. When the arm was bent 
away from the body, the depth of field increased. 
When the head was tilted forward, the mood became 
more pensive. With each edit I reappraised the mean-
ing conveyed. In a rhetoric between the paper, my 
hands and my eyes, I tuned the design.
Figure 4 depicts twelve tests made for two other 
novels in the series, The Dangerous Summer and 
Death in the Afternoon. Working with various signifi-
cations of a bull, this sequence reveals a progression 
in my experimentation from white Bond paper to 
coloured tissue paper and the consequent tonal inver-
sion within the ideation, exchanging a dark for a 
light background.
My use of paper in these designs also features 
traits of Albers’ principle, ‘minimal means maxi-
mum effect’. After setting a parameter that each de-
sign would be explored through a single sheet of pa-
per, I simplified the process of testing and retesting 
by avoiding permanent fixtures such as glue. 
In the later tissue paper tests the bull’s head is 
sculpted by a temporary fold that can be released as 
soon as the image is photographed and the shape re-
stored undamaged to its flat state. Because this ac-
tion can be made repeatedly, subtle variations of its 
form permit control of expression in the final stages 
Fig. 3 Three studies with typing paper for the cover of Ernest Hemingway’s 
novel, The Garden of Eden in 2008. (© Jenny Grigg).
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of ideation. As I refined this method several efficiencies were made. By taking 
advantage of the material’s flexibility I avoided re-cutting shapes and by remov-
ing unnecessary information from the design without compromising the effec-
tiveness of its communication, I learnt that judicious sculpting of a single sur-
face signifiied meanings effectively, and enabled a materially-devised system 
applicable to an infinite number of compositions. Paradoxically, by processing 
an accumulation of design knowledge, I clarified the designs. 
Josef Albers acknowledged the cognitive reward that this challenge poses: 
‘The relationship between expenditure and effect is the measure of success’ 
(Albers, 1928). He instilled such economies in his students by expressing in-
tolerance of unnecessary complexity: for example, if a drawing used multiple 
lines to define a contour when only one, well-considered, line would do (Kelly, 
2000). Hannes Beckmann recalled Albers saying: ‘Economy of form depends 
on the material we are working with. Notice that often you will have more by 
doing less. Our studies should lead to constructive thinking’. 
Each of these four examples indicate that dependent on circumstances each 
designer interprets paper differently. Typical of commercial work, my and Lan-
cashire’s interpretations lean towards the figurative and, typical of non-commer-
cial work, Albers’ and Herbst’s studies towards the abstract. 
The insights in this article and the concept of material literacy have arisen 
from my reflections about 30 years of graphic design practice and in 2018 this 
discussion is timely. In 2013, I had sought new ways to think about the disci-
pline I have been active in since the 1990s. Only five years ago graphic design 
discourse surrounding materiality brought connotations of anachronism and 
nostalgia and I was faced with the prospect that my understanding of design 
might be irrelevant. Today, only five years later, contemporary design discourse 
is referring to a ‘New Materialism’ (Edquist, 2017). This coincides with com-
mentary about digital detoxification (Heller, 2017), and anticipation of the Bau-
haus’ centenary in 2019. Whilst the relevance of material language in graphic 
design may have been periodically eclipsed by alternate modes of graphic com-
munications, such as corporate and digital design, there is little doubt that fur-
ther research will better establish materials such as paper, to be conductors of 
invention in both the history and the future of the discipline.
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